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Blackout
by Barbara Mujica

If only it would write itself, the damned ar
ticle. Because you’re certainly not going to.
You’ve been trying for weeks, but somehow it
just won’t come. There isn’t much time left.
You’ve started a dozen times, but things keep
getting in the way.
Your job. After conjugating estar fifty times
a day for five classes of freshmen and pushing a
red pencil over dozens of compositions, you
can’t bear looking at your own words on the
computer screen. That’s why you succumb to the
lure of the tube. You’ll just watch for an hour,
you tell yourself. Just the news.
But once you’re curled up with a Bloody
Mary and CNN, inertia wins out. The drone of
the newscaster’s voice. The tension oozing out
through the tips of your toes. If someone asked
you what’s going on in Bosnia or Iraq or Israel,
you couldn’t tell them. That sumptuous semi
atrophy of the early evening. The announcer
wraps it up, but you just can’t bear to move,
and so you stay glued to the couch another hour
or two. You call it relaxing.
Your dinner. You can’t avoid it. You have to
eat. But even a frozen dinner takes time. You
have to take it out of the refrigerator. Then you
have to read the directions. Even though you’ve
been buying the same Stouffer’s Lean Cuisine
Chicken a l’Orange for the last eight years, you
have to check to see how many minutes it needs
to stay in the microwave. And you also have to
verify that it’s still only 2.5 grams of fat and 260
calories. Naturally, there’s no sense beginning
anything while dinner is cooking. After all, you’d
just have to stop again in a few minutes. You
leaf through the paper. So what if you just heard
the news? What could be more irresistible around
9:00 in the evening than an unopened morning
paper lying on a kitchen table?
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You push aside the bronze candlestick holder
you brought back from Spain, then run your eyes
down the columns. Once in a while, you turn
the page. The microwave beeped fifteen min
utes ago, but you’re still pretending to read the
op eds. Finally, you get up and take out the
chicken. You could eat it right from the plastic
tray it comes in, but instead, you scoop it onto a
dish. More appetizing, you tell yourself. More
like homemade.
You don’t care for sweets, but after dinner
you rummage through the cupboards looking for
dessert. A cookie. Some canned peaches. Per
haps a Jell-0 pudding, the fat-free kind. Natu
rally, it has to be served on a dish.
Now dinner is over and you can get down to
work. But no. The dishes. You can’t work on a
table covered with dirty dishes. You get up and
put them into the sink. But oh, those dishes.
Their presence is a silent censure. They’re
there. That’s wrong. Dishes left in the sink start
to stink. Or attract cockroaches. What would
your mother say?
You get up and wash the dishes.
Now you’ll work. But, oh my God! How did
it ever get to be 10:30? It’s really too late to start
anything. But not too late to make a telephone
call. And there are so many people you haven’t
spoken to in ages. There’s your old college friend
Marilyn, who’s a senior editor at Prentice Hall.
There’s Raquel, who teaches at City College.
There’s Aunt Tina. Yes, you’d better call Aunt
Tina. Dad will be furious with you for neglect
ing his favorite sister. And speaking of Dad,
maybe this would be a good time to telephone
him, too. You've hardly spoken to him since the
divorce.
God, a quarter to twelve. You’d better go to
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bed. After all, you have to
get up early in the morn
ing.
That’s the way it a l
ways is, but not tonight.
Tonight y o u ’re going to
write the a rticle! The
deadline is September 15,
and it’s already September
10. You have less than a
week left. Less than a
week. You've got to get
started!
You sit down at the
table with your back to
ward the television set and
turn on the computer. You
run your gaze over the
icons and click on
W ordPerfect. But what
about your e-mail? You really should read it.
What if there’s a message from Saint Pancratius
College, where you applied for a teaching posi
tion? Or from your editor ? Or from your daugh
ter, who's staying with her father this week? But
no, you won’t read it. You can’t read it. You have
no time! You have to get to work! On the other
hand, maybe you should read it. Some of those
messages might be urgent. Maybe your editor
has extended the deadline. . . . You click on the
minus sign on the upper right-hand corner to hide
the screen and log on to your e-mail account.
Suddenly, you feel hungry. It would be
good to eat something. It’s hard to concentrate
when your stomach is growling. Not a real din
ner, of course. Just a sandwich or a piece of fruit,
because you really have to get to work. You get
up and open a can of tuna. You read the label,
then take out ajar of imitation mayonnaise and
check to see how' many calories there are in a
tablespoon (even though you know' there are
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fifty). You walk over to the bookcase and take
out the carbohydrate gram counter. Marshmal
low. . . Marshmallow sauce. . . Martini cock
tail. . . Mashed potatoes . . . Matzoth . . . May
onnaise . . . See Salad dressing. Damn! Q . . .
R
Radishes . . . Rice . . .S . . . Salad dressings
. . . Bacon-vinegar . . . Blue cheese . . . Com
mercial . . . French . . . here it is! Mayonnaise (1
tablespoon). . . nothing about imitation mayon
naise, but let’s see, regular mayonnaise has only
a trace of carbohydrates—not even a whole
gram—so imitation mayonnaise must also have
a trace. You put the carbohydrate counter back
on the shelf, but Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Lady
of Avalon catches your eye. You’ve been mean
ing to read that book for ages. It’s a National
Bestseller, according to the blurb. You wonder
why you can’t w'rite a national bestseller. You
start to read the back cover, but then, suddenly,
fling the book back onto the shelf. You’ve got
to stop fooling around! You have less than a
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week to write that article!
You go back into the kitchen and finish
making the tuna salad. It would be nice to put a
hard boiled egg in it. No! By the time you make
an egg it will be 7:30. You take out a loaf of
whole wheat bread, make the sandwich and eat
it slowly. Then you sit down and begin to write.
The first three sentences come easily.
You’ve written them before. You’ve written
them over and over again. You pick up a pack of
cigarettes and fidget with the cellophane wrap
per. You read: Warning. The Surgeon General
Has Determined That Cigarette Smoking Is Dan
gerous to Your Health. Then you open the pack
and pull out a Marlboro. Now, where’s the
lighter? You had it just a minute ago. You get
up to look. No, it’s not in the kitchen. It’s not
on the night table or on the dresser, but, my God!
Look in the mirror! Another hair-thin line is
forming on your brow. And look at those crows’
feet that grow larger and deeper by the day! And,
oh no, another blackhead on your chin. Of
course, it could be covered up with make-up . .
or could it? Maybe you’d better try, just to be
sure.
You sit down again. Now you’re going to
concentrate. You’re not going to let anything dis
tract you. You won’t get up again until you’ve
written at least a paragraph. Well, that is, you won’t
get up again once you’ve gone to the bathroom.
You come back from the bathroom and
sit down. The ashtray catches your eye. How
many days has it been since you’ve emptied it?
You pick it up, then decide to let it go for now.
You look at the stack of paper in your printer.
There isn’t too much left. You wonder if you’ll
have enough and if you’ve got money to buy
more tomorrow. You pick up a small blue pencil
and calculate how much money you’ll need to
get through the week.
You’re off to a good start on the article.
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You’ve written three sentences. Now, if you
could just find an opening line for the next para
graph. You know exactly what you want to say,
only the words won’t come. You pick up a paper
clip that’s lying next to the printer and begin to
pull it open. Oh God, if only it would just write
itself, the damned article! You think: funny how
a paper clip is made. Such a simple little thing,
and yet so useful. Such a simple little thing. . . .
Things.........
And then they’re gone. W hat’s hap
pened? The lights have gone out. You squint in
disbelief and reach out into the blackness. You
grope your way to the window and peer out
blindly. The city power system must have failed.
Didn’t you hear on the news something about
the possibility of a power failure due to the
amount of electricity being used for air condi
tioners? You hear people scurrying around in the
night. Every few seconds a match flickers.
Within minutes translucent flashlight beams are
visible here and there.
You feel your way back to the table. You
stare into the blackness at your dead computer.
You feel for the paper clip, but can’t find it. You
sit there blinking at the invisible objects you
know surround you. How frustrating! Just when
the article was beginning to move!
You get up. Edging along the wall, you
make your way into the kitchen, where you find
a large candle in a cupboard above the sink. You
light it On the gas range, then inch your way
back to your work area. You finger the table until
you find the blue pencil, then take several sheets
of paper out of the printer tray. You stick the
candle into a holder. The light is dim, but it il
luminates the white sheet, your hand, and the
pencil in it. Everything else has disappeared.
You sit and listen to your heartbeat. Fi
nally, you begin to write.

